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Description 



MULTIPLE MODERATION FOR 
NETWORKED CONFERENCES 

Background of Invention 

[0001] The present invention relates to networl<ed conferencing 
and collaboration systems, particularly synchronous web 
conference systems. 

[0002] The rapid growth of networked communications over the 
last decade, particularly Internet communications, has 
produced numerous new methods of business communi- 
cations, e.g, between members of a workgroup. For ex- 
ample, many activities that were previously carried out 
primarily by face-to-face meetings of team members con- 
gregating at a single location in a conference room can 
now be carried out electronically in "virtual" conference 
rooms via computer communications mechanisms. The 
participant in virtual conferences can be quite distant 
from one another, but communicate quickly, conveniently 
and effectively. Such virtual conferencing capability is 



known as "networked conferencing" or "web conferenc- 
ing . 

[0003] There are two primary types of web conferencing: syn- 
clironous and asynchronous. Asynchronous conferencing 
does not occur in real-time, but relies on common access 
to text, video, images and other resources stored on a 
server. Generally, interaction between participants in 
asynchronous conferences is not immediate or conversa- 
tional, but more like letter writing. Examples of mecha- 
nisms useful for asynchronous conferencing include: Bul- 
letin Board Systems (BBS), Usenet Newsgroups, E-mail, 
Croup forums (e.g., Yahoo groups), etc.. 

[0004] Synchronous conferencing, by way of contrast, occurs in 
real-time or near real-time, with a high-degree of imme- 
diacy and exhibiting a more conversational style of inter- 
action. Examples of synchronous communications mecha- 
nisms useful in synchronous conferencing include: Instant 
Messaging (IM), video conferencing. Voice over IP (VOIP), 
streaming audio and/or video, etc.. 

[0005] Most of the "basic", unmoderated synchronous communi- 
cations mechanisms, such as IM, have a bit of a "free- 
for-all" feel to them, with many simultaneous cross- 
conversations going on at once. Most true networked 



conferencing systems are moderated, whereby a desig- 
nated moderator controls who can participate and who 
can "speak" at any given time. In most business settings, 
the more organized nature of moderated conferencing is 
greatly preferred. Modern networked conferencing sys- 
tems also provide security and encryption features so that 
only authorized participants are able to view the confer- 
ence materials and discussion. 

[0006] ivioderated conferencing places control over who may 

present what at any given time in the hands of a modera- 
tor typically the individual who arranges, schedules and 
organizes the conference. The moderator sets up the con- 
ference, determines when it will occur, determines who 
will attend, sends out "invitations", etc.. Many conferenc- 
ing systems also provide advanced scheduling mecha- 
nisms to permit the conference to be scheduled around 
the availability of specific critical participants. 

[0007] In setting up the networked conference, the moderator 
sends out "invitations" to participate (e.g., via e-mail or 
other messaging services). A facility that permits invitees 
to respond as to whether or not they will participate is of- 
ten provided so that the moderator knows how many par- 
ticipants can be expected. Typically, the moderator can 



send out one or more reminders to prospective partici- 
pants about the upcoming conference. 
[0008] Networked conferencing systems typically integrate multi- 
ple communications mechanisms. For example, a typical 
conferencing system might permit text messaging, similar 
to IM, in conjunction with a virtual "whiteboard" whereby a 
presenter at the conference can transmit images and 
graphics to participant. There is often a capability for the 
presenter to perform live "highlighting" and marking on 
the virtual whiteboard. Other capabilities, such as interac- 
tive audio communications (e.g., via VOIP) and/or video 
images can be included in the conference resources avail- 
able to participants. Typically, a moderator controls who 
is a "presenter" at any given time. The presenter is given 
access to the conference resources by the moderator for 
the purpose of presenting text, images, etc. to all of the 
participants. 

[0009] Typically, the moderator can, "on the fly", promote any 

participant to be the presenter, thereby allowing that par- 
ticipant to "drive" the conferencing system by controlling 
the conference resources. Conversely, a presenter whose 
presentation is completed can be demoted to participant 
status. The presenter controls exactly what conference 



participants see on their networl<-connected computers at 
any given time. Sucli networked conferencing generally 
provides such features as slideshows, desktop sharing, 
control passing, text messaging, file transfers, etc.. Some 
systems include a "hand-raising" function whereby partic- 
ipants can indicate to the presenter or to the moderator 
that they have a question or other need to be recognized. 

[0010] Networked conferencing systems typically employ a 

client-server architecture whereby each participant's client 
software (running on the participant's computer or work- 
station) connects to a conference server. When participant 
"logs in" to the conference, the participant's identification 
determines the permissions granted to his client software 
by the server. Accordingly, when the moderator of a con- 
ference logs in, he is given the broadest access rights to 
control the conference and change other participants' per- 
missions (e.g., to be the presenter, to permit the partici- 
pant to "speak" publicly to the group, etc.). The confer- 
ence server controls all communications with the various 
clients according to a set of permissions granted to the 
conference participant logged in on that client. 

[0011] Figure 1 is a block diagram of a typical prior-art net- 
worked conferencing system 100. A web conference 



server 102 includes conference control services 104 and 
access control services 106 that govern access to confer- 
ence resources 108 (e.g., whiteboard functions, images, 
video streaming, etc.) according to moderator permissions 
112, presenter permissions 114, and other permissions 
116. The moderator permission 112 are given only to the 
dedicated moderator, who in addition to the capabilities 
listed hereinabove (scheduling, inviting, reminding, etc) 
has the sole ability to convene the conference, adjourn the 
conference, admit and/or exclude specific participants, 
designate the presenter, etc.. The presenter permissions 
114 typically comprise a subset of moderator permissions 
that permit the presenter to "speak" to the conference, to 
place images and markings on the "whiteboard", to ac- 
knowledge individual participants for questions/answers, 
etc.. However, the presenter generally does not have over- 
all control of the conference and cannot designate other 
presenters. The "other" permissions 116 include access 
rights granted to general conference participants, includ- 
ing ability to view the "whiteboard" and other conference 
materials, to participate in discussions when appropriate, 
etc.. Presenter permissions 114 can also be separate from 
the moderator permissions such that only the presenter 



has access to presentation functions. In such a system, 
the moderator would have to confer presenter status upon 
himself to gain direct access to presentation functions. 

[0012] jhe conference server 102 communicates with clients 

118A, 118B, 118C, USD, 118E,... 118'n' via a communi- 
cations network 110. The communications network 110 
can be a corporate intranet, a wide area LAN, the Internet, 
or any suitable communications network. When a partici- 
pant "logs in" via a client 118'x', the participant's login 
identity determines which set of access permissions apply. 
Access control services 106 determine, according to those 
permissions, which aspects of conference services can be 
controlled by each client 118'x', e.g., by refusing requests 
for access to unauthorized functions and/or by disabling 
user interface features that provide access to authorized 
functions. The moderator's login identity identifies him as 
the moderator, etc. In Figure 1, a moderator participant at 
client 118A is logged in as the moderator, while confer- 
ence participants at all other clients 118'x' are logged in 
as participants. The moderator can designate any partici- 
pant to be a presenter, giving that participant presenter 
status as defined by the presenter permissions. 

[0013] A significant problem with present conferencing systems 



is that a single individual (usually the individual that sets 
up the conference) is designated as the "moderator". If, 
when the scheduled conference time arrives, the modera- 
tor is unavailable or is unable to access the conference 
system, the entire conference is delayed. Only the moder- 
ator can "convene" the conference. If the moderator steps 
away when one presenter finishes, the conference may 
become blocked while waiting for the moderator to desig- 
nate another presenter or to permit general discussion. At 
any point, if the moderator becomes unavailable, it is 
possible that conference progress will cease until the 
moderator returns. 
[0014] If moderator is delayed, the conference start may be de- 
layed, with all participants left waiting. In the worst case, 
when the moderator is completely unavailable or cannot 
be reached, another person must initiate a new web con- 
ference, thereby making that person the moderator of the 
new conference. That person must quickly send notifica- 
tions out to all of the participants informing them of the 
change of venue, wasting a great deal of time and creating 
the potential for miscommunications. 
Summary of Invention 

[0015] jhe present inventive technique overcomes the problems 



cited above by permitting moderator to designate one or 
more alternate moderators. Each alternate moderator is 
permitted to control selected aspects of the conference, 
as determined by the moderator, who now becomes a 
main or "primary" moderator. For example, the primary 
moderator might grant one or more alternate moderators 
permission to convene and adjourn the conference and to 
designate presenters. This capability might be condition- 
ally granted, taking effect only in the event that the mod- 
erator is not "present" (logged in). Alternatively, the mod- 
erator might grant full access rights to one or more alter- 
nate moderators, permitting the alternate moderators to 
reschedule, invite participants, send reminders, cancel the 
conference, designate other alternate moderators, etc.. 
[0016] This provision for alternate moderators is accomplished 
by providing the conference server with additional per- 
missions that govern the access rights of alternate mod- 
erators, and the ability to grant access to selected moder- 
ator functions (according to the additional permissions) to 
more than one individual (participant). Instead of granting 
control of high-level conference functions to only one 
moderator, the conference server would grant control of 
those functions to any alternate moderator according to 



permissions granted to tlie alternate moderator by the 
primary moderator. The primary moderator is typically the 
individual that creates/initiates the conference. 

[0017] According to one aspect of the invention, the primary 

moderator can designate one or more alternate modera- 
tors at the time the conference is created. Alternatively 
and/or additionally, the primary moderator can add and/ 
or remove alternate moderators at any time after the con- 
ference in created. 

[0018] According to another aspect of the invention, permission 
to designate and/or remove additional alternate modera- 
tors can be granted to one or more alternate moderators. 

[0019] According to another aspect of the invention, the modera- 
tor can transfer primary moderator status to another indi- 
vidual (by identifying the "new" primary moderator to the 
system) after the conference is created. This allows the 
moderator the option of stepping down and permitting 
another individual to take control of conference manage- 
ment. 

Brief Description of Drawings 

[0020] These and further features of the present invention will be 
apparent with reference to the following description and 
drawing, wherein: 



[0021] Figure 1 is block diagram of a networl<ed conferencing 

system, according to tlie prior art. 
[0022] Figure 2 is a blocl< diagram of a networl<ed conferencing 

system, in accordance witli tlie present invention. 
Detailed Description 

[0023] The present inventive teclinique extends tlie concept of 
conference moderation by permitting more tlian one indi- 
vidual to have at least limited moderator privileges. Such 
individuals are designated by the conference moderator 
and are known as alternate moderators. By granting se- 
lected moderator privileges to one or more alternate 
moderators, any alternate moderator can take over control 
of a conference in the absence of the "main" or "primary" 
moderator, permitting conferencing to proceed smoothly 
and without delay. 

[0024] Figure 2 is a block diagram of a networked conferencing 
system 200 capable of granting moderator status to more 
than one individual, in accordance with the invention. 
Similar to the networked conference system of Figure 1, a 
web conference server 202 includes conference control 
services 204 and access control services 206 that govern 
access to conference resources 108 (e.g., whiteboard 
functions, images, video streaming, etc.) according to a 



set of moderator permissions 212, a set of alternate mod- 
erator permissions 212A, a set of presenter permissions 
114, and a set of other permissions 116. The moderator 
permissions 212 provide access to all aspects of confer- 
ence creation and management and are given to the "pri- 
mary" moderator, generally the individual who sets up the 
conference. Moderator permissions 212 generally provide 
access to such high-level conference control functions as 
scheduling, management of the list of participants, the 
ability to send out conference invitations, reminders, etc., 
and the ability to convene the conference, adjourn the 
conference, admit and/or exclude specific participants, 
designate the presenter, etc.. In addition, the primary 
moderator can specify one or more alternate moderators 
and specify the set of alternate moderator permissions 
212A that will determine which conference control func- 
tions can be accessed by the alternate moderator(s). The 
alternate moderator permissions 212A can be specified on 
an individual basis, with each alternate moderator having 
a personalized set of permissions, or can be specified as a 
single set of alternate moderator permissions that applies 
equally to all alternate moderators. 
[0025] As in the system of Figure 1, the presenter permissions 



114 typically comprise a subset of moderator permissions 
that permit the presenter to "speak" to the conference, to 
place images and markings on the "whiteboard", to ac- 
knowledge individual participants for questions/answers, 
etc.. However, the presenter generally does not have over- 
all control of the conference and cannot designate other 
presenters. The "other" permissions 116 include access 
rights granted to general conference participants, includ- 
ing ability to view the "whiteboard" and other conference 
materials, to participate in discussions, when appropriate, 
etc.. Presenter permissions 114 can also be separate and 
distinct from the moderator permissions 212 and alter- 
nate moderator permissions 212A, such that only the pre- 
senter has access to presentation functions. In such a sys- 
tem, the moderator and/or alternate moderators would 
have to confer presenter status upon themselves to gain 
direct access to presentation functions. 
[0026] The conference server 202 communicates with clients 

218A, 218B, 218C, 218D, 218E, 218F, 218G, ... 218'n' via 
a communications network 110. The communications net- 
work 110 can be a corporate intranet, a wide area LAN, 
the Internet, or any suitable communications network. 
When a participant "logs in" via a client 218'x', the partici- 



pant's login identity determines wliicli set of access per- 
missions apply. Access control services 206 determine, 
according the appropriate set of permissions (212, 212A, 
114 or 116) which aspects of conference services can be 
controlled by each client 218'x', e.g., by refusing requests 
for access to unauthorized functions and/or by disabling 
user interface features that provide access to unautho- 
rized functions. The moderator's login identity identifies 
him as the moderator, etc. In Figure 2, a moderator par- 
ticipant at client 218A is logged in as the moderator, al- 
ternate moderator participants at clients 218B and 218C 
are logged in as alternate moderators, while conference 
participants at all other clients 218'x' are logged in as 
participants. The moderator participant can designate any 
participant to be a presenter, giving that participant pre- 
senter status as defined by the presenter permissions. 
[0027] Those of ordinary skill in the art will immediately under- 
stand there are many possible variations on the inventive 
technique of providing alternate moderator capability to 
the networked conferencing system. For example, the 
conference server could be adapted to allow the primary 
moderator to designate one or more alternate moderators 
at the time the conference is created. Alternatively and/or 



additionally, the conference server could be adapted to 
permit the primary moderator to add and/or remove al- 
ternate moderators at any time after the conference in 
created. Such adaptations are fully within the spirit and 
scope of the present invention. 

[0028] Another adaptation of the present inventive technique 

would be to provide the conference server with the ability 
to permit alternate moderators to designate and/or re- 
move additional alternate moderators can be granted to 
one or more alternate moderators. The moderator would 
control whether such permission would be granted to the 
alternate moderators and to which alternate moderators 
the permission would apply. 

[0029] Another adaptation of the present inventive technique 

would be to provide the conference server with the ability 
to let the moderator transfer primary moderator status to 
another individual (by identifying the "new" primary mod- 
erator) after the conference is created. This allows the 
moderator the option of stepping down and permitting 
another individual to take control of conference manage- 
ment. 

[0030] Although the invention has been shown and described 
with respect to a certain preferred embodiment or em- 



bodiments, certain equivalent alterations and modifica- 
tions will occur to others skilled in the art upon the read- 
ing and understanding of this specification and the an- 
nexed drawings. In particular regard to the various func- 
tions performed by the above described inventive compo- 
nents (servers, clients, permissions, etc..) the terms 
(including a reference to a "means") used to describe such 
components are intended to correspond, unless otherwise 
indicated, to any component which performs the specified 
function of the described component (i.e., that is func- 
tionally equivalent), even though not structurally equiva- 
lent to the disclosed structure which performs the func- 
tion in the herein illustrated exemplary embodiments of 
the invention. In addition, while a particular feature of the 
invention may have been disclosed with respect to only 
one of several embodiments, such feature may be com- 
bined with one or more features of the other embodi- 
ments as may be desired and advantageous for any given 
or particular application. 
[0031] What is claimed is: 



